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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
South Africa’s crisis of xenophobia is defined by the discrimination and intolerance to
which migrants are exposed on a daily basis. A major target of the country’s extreme xenophobia – defined as a heightened form of xenophobia in which hostility and opposition
to those perceived as outsiders and foreigners is expressed through violent acts – is the
businesses run by migrants and refugees in the informal sector. Attitudinal surveys clearly
show that South Africans differentiate migrants by national origin and that Zimbabweans are amongst the most disliked. Zimbabweans are certainly not the only small-business
owners to have become victims of extreme xenophobia. However, few studies to date have
specifically examined the impact of xenophobic violence on Zimbabweans who are trying
to make a living in the South African informal sector.
This report is based on two sources of data: (a) in 2015, SAMP’s Growing Informal Cities (GIC) Project surveyed over 1,000 randomly selected migrant-owned informal sector
enterprises in Cape Town and Johannesburg. The data on 304 Zimbabwean-owned enterprises included in the survey sample has been extracted for analysis; and (b) in 2016, 50
in-depth interviews were conducted with Zimbabwean informal business owners in Cape
Town, Johannesburg and Polokwane who had been affected by xenophobic violence.
The demographic profile of the Zimbabwean migrant entrepreneurs in the GIC survey
included the following:
t "TNBOZBTPG;JNCBCXFBOFOUSFQSFOFVSTJO$BQF5PXOBOEJO+PIBOOFTCVSH
are male. This was a marked contrast to informal cross-border trade between Zimbabwe
and South Africa, which is dominated by female Zimbabweans.
t ćF OVNCFS PG NJHSBOU FOUSFQSFOFVST XIP BSSJWFE JO 4PVUI "GSJDB QFBLFE CFUXFFO
2005 and 2010 at the height of the economic crisis in Zimbabwe and has since fallen. As
NBOZBTPGUIFNJHSBOUTJO$BQF5PXOBSSJWFEJOUIFDJUZBęFS DPNQBSFEUP
PGUIPTFJO+PIBOOFTCVSH 
t 0OMZPGUIFTVSWFZSFTQPOEFOUTIBEFYQFSJFODFXPSLJOHJOUIF;JNCBCXFBOJOGPSmal economy before migrating to South Africa. Those with prior experience had generally been involved in informal cross-border trading and were therefore familiar with
South Africa.
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t 3FMBUJWFMZGFXPGUIF;JNCBCXFBOFOUSFQSFOFVSTEJEOPUIBWFEPDVNFOUTQFSNJUUJOH
them to be in the country and/or to work legally. Just over one-third of the migrants in
UIFTVSWFZIBEBTZMVNTFFLFS 4FDUJPO QFSNJUTCVUPOMZIBESFGVHFFTUBUVT 4FDUJPOQFSNJUT "SPVOEPOFRVBSUFSIBEXPSLQFSNJUTBOEIBEWJTJUPSTQFSNJUT
0OMZEJEOPUIBWFQFSNJUTUPSFTJEFBOEPSXPSLJO4PVUI"GSJDB
The majority of the surveyed Zimbabwean enterprises were in the retail, trade and
wholesale sector, followed by services and manufacturing. Most migrants did not start an
informal business immediately on arrival in South Africa but first raised start-up capital
through regular and casual employment.
Against this backdrop, the report focuses on the findings from the in-depth interviews
with Zimbabwean entrepreneurs. First, we review their experience of xenophobia and
xenophobic violence. Most of the respondents recounted incidents of violence that had
personally affected them. These accounts revealed a number of common features:
t 5PNJHSBOUT NVDIPGUIFWJPMFODFPDDVSTXJUIPVUXBSOJOHBOEBQQFBSTTQPOUBOFPVT
However, this is rarely the case as many attacks are preceded by community meetings
from which migrants are excluded. They, therefore, have little ability or time to take
evasive action.
t ćFQFSQFUSBUPSTPGYFOPQIPCJDWJPMFODFBSFPęFOGSPNUIFTBNFDPNNVOJUZBOEBSF
even personally known to their victims. The fact that migrant entrepreneurs provide
goods, including food, at competitive prices and offer credit to consumers is clearly
insufficient to protect them when violence erupts. In many areas, community leaders
are ineffective in dealing with the violence and, in some cases, they actively foment hostility and instigate attacks.
t ćFMPPUJOHPGTUPDLPOUIFQSFNJTFTJTBDPOTUBOUGFBUVSFPGUIFBUUBDLT)PXFWFS SPCbery per se is not the prime motive for the attacks. Virtually all agreed that the purpose
of the attacks was not simply to steal certain desirable goods but to destroy their business premises and operations so that they could not continue to operate and would go
back to Zimbabwe.
t 4PVUI"GSJDBOCVTJOFTTPXOFSTJOUIFTBNFWJDJOJUZBSFMFęBMPOFEVSJOHDSPXEWJPMFODF
t "UUBDLT PęFO JOWPMWF WJDJPVT QIZTJDBM BTTBVMUT BHBJOTU UIF QFSTPO  BDDPNQBOJFE CZ
insulting xenophobic language.
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t .BOZBDDPVOUTEFTDSJCFIPXBOUJHPWFSONFOUTFSWJDFEFMJWFSZQSPUFTUTRVJDLMZEJTJOUFgrate into mob violence and looting of shops owned by migrants. The looting is never
indiscriminate and targets only migrants. Migrants feel that they are scapegoats for government failure to deliver services.
t ćFSFXBTTPNFFWJEFODFPGiWJPMFOUFOUSFQSFOFVSTIJQwJOWPMWJOHBUUBDLTPSDIFTUSBUFE
by South African competitors.
t 9FOPQIPCJDWJPMFODFJTHFOEFSJOEJTDSJNJOBUFXJUINBMFBOEGFNBMFNJHSBOUTSFDPVOUing equally harrowing stories.
t ćFSFTQPOEFOUTEJČFSFEPOXIFUIFS;JNCBCXFBOTXFSFQBSUJDVMBSUBSHFUT.PTUTBJE
that all foreign-owned businesses were targeted. A number commented that the type of
business made a difference, with food and grocery shops being especially vulnerable.
The pervasive view amongst South African politicians is that xenophobia does not exist
JOUIFDPVOUSZ)PXFWFS UIFUFSNiYFOPQIPCJBwXBTVTFECZBMMUIFSFTQPOEFOUTUPEFTDSJCF
the harassment and physical abuse that they experience and some even referred to the
XJEFTQSFBEWJPMFODFJOBOEBTiUIFYFOPQIPCJBwćFMBOHVBHFBOEQSBDUJDFTPG
xenophobia cow the victims into silence and a sense of helplessness. The interviews provide important insights into how migrant entrepreneurs respond to the threat and reality
PGYFOPQIPCJDWJPMFODF5SZJOHUPiĕUJOwBOEJOUFHSBUFCZMFBSOJOHMPDBMMBOHVBHFT ESFTT
codes and cultural practices is one way to try to pre-empt attacks. However, these strategies
are no guarantee of protection when mob violence breaks out. Some suggested that there
was safety in numbers and that conducting business in areas where there were many other
migrant businesses reduced the risks of being attacked. The downside of operating in safer
spaces is that business competition is extremely fierce.
Most are aware that a great deal of the xenophobic violence is confined to low-income
areas, particularly informal settlements. While it is possible for some to avoid doing business in these areas, and to operate in areas of the city where attacks are less frequent, this
is not feasible for all. Many Zimbabwean migrants to South Africa do not have the financial means to afford accommodation outside informal settlements and do not have the
resources to run a business elsewhere.
Several respondents noted that the unpredictability of the attacks made it difficult to
plan in advance. Some said that they made sure that they did not keep all of their stock at
the place of business, storing some at home or in rented containers. All tried to minimize
3
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the amount of cash they kept on the premises. Various reactive strategies were mentioned,
including temporarily ceasing business operations, staying indoors at home, and moving in
with friends or relatives in other parts of the city.
None of the respondents said that xenophobic attacks would put them permanently out
of business. On the contrary, most said that they would simply raise the capital and start
again. The logical implication of this is that xenophobic violence fails in its two main aims:
to drive migrant entrepreneurs out of business and to drive them out of the country. Many
respondents made reference to the fact that the crisis in Zimbabwe meant that there was
nothing for them to return to, even if they wanted to return.

4
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“Here we live with xenophobia every day. We see it happening and there is
nothing that we can do” (Zimbabwean Migrant, Johannesburg, August 2016)

INTRODUCTION
South Africa’s crisis of xenophobia in South Africa is defined by the daily discrimination
BOEJOUPMFSBODFUPXIJDINJHSBOUTBSFFYQPTFE9FOPQIPCJBNBOJGFTUTJOiBCSPBETQFDtrum of behaviours including discriminatory, stereotyping and dehumanizing remarks;
discriminatory policies and practices by government and private officials such as exclusion
from public services to which target groups are entitled; selective enforcement of by-laws by
local authorities; assault and harassment by state agents particularly the police and immiHSBUJPOPďDJBMTBTXFMMBTQVCMJDUISFBUTBOEWJPMFODFyUIBUPęFOSFTVMUTJONBTTJWFMPTTPG
MJWFTBOEMJWFMJIPPETw1 The nub of the crisis of xenophobia in South Africa is when feelings
PGIPTUJMJUZBOEJOUPMFSBODFNBOJGFTUBTFYUSFNFYFOPQIPCJB XIJDIIBTCFFOEFĕOFEBTiB
heightened form of xenophobia in which hostility and opposition to those perceived as outsiders and foreigners is strongly embedded and expressed through aggressive acts directed
BUNJHSBOUTBOESFGVHFFT BOE SFDVSSFOUFQJTPEFTPGWJPMFODFw2
SAMP’s national surveys have consistently found that a significant minority of South
African citizens are willing to resort to violence to rid their communities of migrants.3 The
deadliest examples of extreme xenophobia in South Africa were high-profile and widespread violence against migrants and refugees in May 2008 and March 2015. The nature and
impacts of the 2008 violence are now well documented, although there remain differences
of opinion about its causes.4 Analyses of May 2008 tend to treat the victims of xenophobic
violence in an undifferentiated fashion, leading to the assumption that all migrants – irrespective of national origin, legal status, length of time in the country and livelihood activity
– were equally at risk. Yet, attitudinal surveys clearly show that South Africans differentiate migrants by national origin and that Zimbabweans are amongst the most disliked.5
Discussions of May 2008 also do not differentiate sufficiently between the types of targets
that were attacked. For example, many African migrants and refugees operated small businesses in the informal economy of affected urban areas and these enterprises came under
sustained attack. In the 2015 xenophobic attacks, informal businesses run by migrants and
refugees were explicitly targeted. Violent attacks on migrant and refugee entrepreneurs and
their businesses have not been confined to acute episodes of extreme xenophobia such as
in May 2008 and March 2015.6 Extreme xenophobia increasingly manifests in the form of
collective violence targeting migrant and refugee-owned businesses.
5
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The frequency and ferocity of such attacks have increased over time and cannot simply
CFXSJUUFOPČ BTUIFTUBUFTFFLTUPEP BTiNFSFDSJNJOBMJUZw$ISPOJDFYUSFNFYFOPQIPCJB
has prompted various responses and remedial actions by migrants and refugees, including
paying protection money, beefing up business security, arming in self-defence, avoiding
neighbourhoods known to be particularly dangerous, and moving away from the major cities to smaller urban centres.7 Zimbabweans are certainly not the only small-business owners affected by extreme xenophobia in South Africa and attacks on migrants and refugees
from other countries are well documented.8 However, few studies to date have specifically
examined the impact of xenophobic violence on Zimbabweans who are trying to make a
living in the South African informal sector.9
This report is based on two sources of data. First, in 2015 SAMP’s Growing Informal
Cities (GIC) Project surveyed over 1,000 randomly selected migrant-owned informal sector enterprises in Cape Town and Johannesburg. The results of this survey have been discussed in previous SAMP reports.10 The survey sample included 304 Zimbabwean-owned
enterprises. For the purposes of this report, we extracted this data for analysis. Second, 50
in-depth interviews were conducted in 2016 with Zimbabwean informal business owners
in Cape Town, Johannesburg and Polokwane.

MIGRATION FOR SURVIVAL
ćFFYPEVTGSPN;JNCBCXFIBTCFFOMBCFMMFEBOFYBNQMFPGiTVSWJWBMNJHSBUJPO wEFĕOFE
BT B DPNCJOBUJPO PG SFGVHFFT BOE iQFPQMF XIP BSF GPSDFE UP DSPTT BO JOUFSOBUJPOBM CPSEFSUPĘFFTUBUFGBJMVSF TFWFSFFOWJSPONFOUBMEJTUSFTT PSXJEFTQSFBEMJWFMJIPPEDPMMBQTFw11
Under conditions of survival migration, the traditional distinction between refugees and
economic migrants breaks down.12 The argument that all Zimbabwean migrants should be
EFĕOFEBTiTVSWJWBMNJHSBOUTwSFRVJSFTDMPTFSTDSVUJOZ'PSFYBNQMF JUJTCBTFEJOQBSUPO
the view that conditions in Zimbabwe are so bad that out-migration for survival is the only
PQUJPO)PXFWFS UIJTEPFTOPUFYQMBJOXIZUIFNBKPSJUZPG;JNCBCXFBOTIBWFOPUMFęOPS
the role of migration in reducing pressures for further out-migration through remittances.13
ćF BSHVNFOU UIBU BMM ;JNCBCXFBOT BSF iTVSWJWBM NJHSBOUTw BMTP SVOT UIF EBOHFS PG
homogenizing migrant flows and downplaying the heterogeneity of migration movement
PVU PG UIF DPVOUSZ ćF JEFB UIBU NJHSBOUT GSPN ;JNCBCXF BSF iTVSWJWBM NJHSBOUTw BMTP
seems to rest on the desperate situation of migrants in squalid transit shelters in the border
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town of Musina and at overcrowded safe havens such as churches.14ćFJEFBPGiTVSWJWBM
NJHSBUJPOwNBZĕUIFSFCVUJUDFSUBJOMZEPFTOPUFODPNQBTTBMMNJHSBOUT'BSGSPNCFJOHUIF
EFTUJUVUFBOEIBQMFTTQFPQMFDPOWFZFECZUIFJNBHFPGiTVSWJWBMNJHSBUJPO wNBOZ;JNCBbwean migrants to South Africa exhibit considerable ingenuity, industry and energy.
A recent survey of Zimbabwean migrants in Cape Town and Johannesburg found that
PWFSPGNJHSBOUTXIPIBEDPNFUP4PVUI"GSJDBJOUIFQSFWJPVTEFDBEFXFSFJOGPSNBM
FNQMPZNFOUBOEPOMZXFSFVOFNQMPZFE15 At the same time, increasing numbers were
EPJOHNPSFNFOJBMKPCTXJUIJONBOVBMXPSL JOUIFTFSWJDFJOEVTUSZBOEJO
domestic work. A longitudinal study of day labourers in Tshwane demonstrates that the
QSPQPSUJPOPG;JNCBCXFBOTTFFLJOHDBTVBMXPSLSPTFGSPNJOUPJOUP
PGXPSLTFFLFSTJO16
The true extent of participation by Zimbabwean migrants in the South African informal
sector is unknown, but there are some indications. SAMP’s 2005 national survey of migrantTFOEJOHIPVTFIPMETJO;JNCBCXF GPSFYBNQMF GPVOEUIBUPGXPSLJOHNJHSBOUTPVUside the country were in the informal sector.17 A 2007 survey of migrants in JohannesCVSHGPVOEUIBUXFSFXPSLJOHBTIBXLFSTPSBSUJTBOT18 SAMP’s 2010 survey of recent
;JNCBCXFBONJHSBOUTJO+PIBOOFTCVSHBOE$BQF5PXOGPVOEUIBUXFSFXPSLJOHPS
deriving income from the informal sector.19 AFSUN’s 2015 survey of poorer Zimbabwean
IPVTFIPMETJO4PVUI"GSJDBGPVOEUIBUPGIPVTFIPMENFNCFSTJOFNQMPZNFOUXFSF
working in the informal economy.20 While indicative, these studies suggest that between
PG;JNCBCXFBONJHSBOUTJONBKPS4PVUI"GSJDBODJUJFTDPVMECFJOWPMWFEJOUIF
informal economy. They also suggest that the importance of informal sector employment
to Zimbabweans has increased over time.
The 2015 SAMP survey of migrant enterprises found a distinct gender bias in both citJFTXJUIPG;JNCBCXFFOUSFQSFOFVSTJO$BQF5PXOBOEJO+PIBOOFTCVSHCFJOH
male. This was a marked contrast to the business of informal cross-border trading between
Zimbabwe and South Africa, which is dominated by Zimbabwean women.21 The number
of migrant entrepreneurs who arrived in South Africa peaked between 2005 and 2010 at
the height of the economic crisis in Zimbabwe and appears to have fallen since (Figure 1).
-FTT UIBO  IBE NPWFE UP 4PVUI "GSJDB CFGPSF  /FBSMZ  PG UIF +PIBOOFTCVSH
NJHSBOUFOUSFQSFOFVSTIBENPWFEUIFSFCFGPSFDPNQBSFEUPPOMZPGUIPTFJO$BQF
Town. Over time, Cape Town has therefore become an increasingly attractive destination.
"TNBOZBTPGUIFNJHSBOUTJO$BQF5PXOBSSJWFEJOUIFDJUZBęFS DPNQBSFEUP
PGUIPTFXIPNPWFEUP+PIBOOFTCVSH 
7
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FIGURE 1: Comparison of Year of Migration and Year of Establishing Informal Business
60
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0OMZPGUIFTVSWFZSFTQPOEFOUTIBEXPSLFEJOUIFJOGPSNBMFDPOPNZJO;JNCBCXF
before migrating to South Africa. Those with prior experience had generally been involved
in informal cross-border trading and were therefore familiar with South Africa. One male
migrant described the transition as follows:
I used to come here as a trader from the early 2000s. I stopped in 2005 and came
here to South Africa to live. My business is about making and selling electric jugs
and brooms. I used to come here and sell them and go back home. There are
some reasons why I came to stay. One is that the economic situation was getting
bad. [Zimbabwe] was no longer the same. I was selling things and not making
much money. I wanted to build a house in Zimbabwe and I was failing to do
so. The cost of living was high. I had just married and things were tough. Then
there was the issue of politics. My wife was harassed when I was in Johannesburg
buying goods. They came and searched our house and they found nothing. They
wanted evidence that I was a sell-out, but they did not find anything. My wife
was pregnant so I saw that they could injure her if they came back next time.
That is when I moved to South Africa (Johannesburg Interview No. 4, 15 August
2016).
In this case, economic hardship and political harassment were additional factors in the
decision to move to South Africa. The overall reasons for migration to South Africa were
DMFBSMZ SFMBUFE UP UIF POHPJOH FDPOPNJD DSJTJT JO ;JNCBCXF 0WFS  BHSFFE XJUI UIF
proposition that that they had come to South Africa to provide for family back home. As
NBOZBTTBJEUIBUUIFZIBEDPNFUP4PVUI"GSJDBUPMPPLGPSFNQMPZNFOU 'JHVSF 
There was a marked difference here between the Johannesburg and Cape Town respondents
8
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XJUIBOEJOBHSFFNFOUSFTQFDUJWFMZ XIJDINBZSFĘFDUEJČFSFODFTJOUIFQFSDFQtion (and reality) of labour market access in the two cities.
FIGURE 2: Reasons for Migrating to South Africa
90
80

Percentage of sample

70
60
50
40
30
20
10
0

Wanted to
provide for family
back home

Intended to
look for
formal job

Cape Town

Encouraged to
Came as a
come by friends/
refugee/
relatives already asylum seeker
in South Africa
Johannesburg

Intended to
start own
business

Intended to
further studies

Intended to
join family
business

Total

The reverse was true with regard to starting a business as a reason for migration, with
JO$BQF5PXOBOEJO+PIBOOFTCVSHJOBHSFFNFOU*OHFOFSBM UIJTTVHHFTUTUIBU
Johannesburg is seen as a place where it is easier to obtain formal sector employment and
Cape Town is a more amenable location for starting an informal business. Unemployment
XBT B TJHOJĕDBOU ESJWFS PG NJHSBUJPO  XJUI  PG UIF TBNQMF SFQPSUJOH UIBU UIFZ XFSF
unemployed prior to leaving Zimbabwe. Again, there was a marked difference between the
FOUSFQSFOFVSTJOUIFUXPDJUJFTPOMZPGUIF$BQF5PXOSFTQPOEFOUTXFSFVOFNQMPZFE
CFGPSFMFBWJOHDPNQBSFEXJUIPGUIF+PIBOOFTCVSHSFTQPOEFOUTćFIJHIQSPQPSUJPO
who said that they had migrated as refugees or asylum-seekers is a reflection of the fact that
over 300,000 Zimbabweans applied for asylum-seeker permits between 2004 and 2010 in
order to legalize their stay in South Africa.22 At the same time, a proportion of this number
MFęCFDBVTFPGQPMJUJDBMQFSTFDVUJPO&YBDUMZIPXNBOZJTEJďDVMUUPTBZHJWFOUIBU4PVUI
Africa has approved fewer than 3,000 of all Zimbabwean refugee claimants.
9
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The survey found that relatively few of the Zimbabwean entrepreneurs did not have
documents permitting them to be in the country and/or to work legally (Table 1). Just over
POFUIJSEPGUIFNJHSBOUTIBEBTZMVNTFFLFS 4FDUJPO QFSNJUTCVUPOMZIBESFGVHFF
status (Section 24 permits). Both asylum-seekers and refugees have a legal right to work
and earn. Around one-quarter had work permits, which the majority would have acquired
under the Zimbabwe Dispensation Programme (ZDP) in 2010 and 2014.23"SPVOEPG
UIFNJHSBOUTIBEWJTJUPSTQFSNJUT XIJDIBSFVTVBMMZJTTVFEGPSEBZTBUBUJNF0OMZ
were undocumented and did not have permits to reside and/or work in South Africa.
TABLE 1: Migration Status of Zimbabwean Entrepreneurs

Total (%)

Cape Town (%)

Johannesburg (%)

Asylum-seeker permit

35.9

43.2

31.2

Work permit

24.7

17.8

29.0

Visitor’s permit

9.5

8.5

10.2

Refugee permit

5.3

8.5

3.2

Permanent resident

4.6

3.4

5.4

14.5

16.1

13.4

Other

2.3

0.8

3.3

No answer

3.1

1.6

4.3

Undocumented

The majority of the surveyed Zimbabwean migrant enterprises were in the retail, trade
and wholesale sector, followed by services and manufacturing, with slight differences
between the two cities (Figure 3). As Figure 1 shows, most migrants did not start an informal business immediately on arrival in South Africa but first needed to raise start-up capital. Migrants and refugees face severe obstacles in accessing loans from formal sources in
South Africa as they require collateral.24 Just over three-quarters of the migrant entrepreneurs in this survey relied on their personal savings to start their business (Table 2). There
XBTTMJHIUMZHSFBUFSSFMJBODFPOQFSTPOBMTBWJOHTCZFOUSFQSFOFVSTJO+PIBOOFTCVSH  
UIBO $BQF 5PXO   .PSF ;JNCBCXFBO NJHSBOUT JO $BQF 5PXO XFSF BCMF UP BDDFTT
funds from relatives and non-relatives.

10
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FIGURE 3: Sectoral Breakdown of Zimbabwean Migrant Businesses
70

Percentage

60
50
40
30
20
10
0

Retail, trade
and wholesale

Services

Manufacturing

Cape Town

Johannesburg

TABLE 2: Primary Sources of Start-Up Capital

Total (%)
Personal savings

Cape Town (%)

Johannesburg (%)

78.0

64.4

86.6

Loan from relatives

9.2

13.6

6.5

Loan from non-relatives

6.6

15.3

1.1

Money lenders

2.0

1.7

2.2

Loan from informal financial institutions

2.0

1.7

2.2

Business credit (goods on terms)

0.7

0.0

1.1

Loan from micro-finance institution

0.3

0.8

0.0

Other source of capital

1.3

2.5

0.5

EXPERIENCING XENOPHOBIA
All of the Zimbabwean entrepreneurs interviewed in depth had either witnessed or been
the victim of xenophobic violence or both. The interviews focused on the experience and
impact of xenophobic violence on personal safety and business operations. Many of those
JOUFSWJFXFE IBE DPNF UP 4PVUI "GSJDB BęFS UIF OBUJPOXJEF BUUBDLT PO NJHSBOUT JO .BZ
2008 but they all knew of the violence and many knew victims. Those who had been in
the country at the time had lost almost everything, but they did not return permanently to
Zimbabwe, which was a primary objective of their attackers. Instead, they took refuge in
shelters and churches and rebuilt their businesses once the worst of the violence was over.
11

living with xenophobia: zimbabwean informal enterprise in south africa

Three accounts in widely separated parts of the country (Alexandra Park in Johannesburg,
Imizamo Yethu in Cape Town, and Mankweng in Polokwane) show both the destructive
nature of the 2008 xenophobic violence and the responses of the migrants:
During the xenophobic attacks of 2008 I was there. My musika was destroyed.
People came marching and asking foreigners to leave…They came and destroyed
the musika. It was made up of cardboard and corrugated iron sheets. They
destroyed it. The cardboard was burnt and the corrugated sheets were taken and
some of them thrown all over. I lost a lot of money there. Maybe ZAR3,000. I had
a lot of goods and I was also selling beans, groundnuts and even matemba and
fish. I lost everything. I was only able to carry a few things and fled. Otherwise
they would have killed me as well. What could they do? The people that start
the violence are the ones that can even kill you. Many people died in Alex Park.
They died. I actually saw a person who had been stoned to death and he was
lying there for a day without the police getting him (Johannesburg Interview No.
13, 14 August 2016).
I had just closed my spaza and had not even reached home when I saw people
singing and getting up here. They were coming from the direction of the police
station, coming uphill. We had already heard of xenophobia and so I knew it
was happening here. I wanted to go back and get some things from the spaza but
I was too late because they were moving fast. I just had time to change direction
and ended up in Hout Bay. There were other Zimbabweans who had also run
away and were there. I joined them and we went to Wynberg and stayed there
at the police station. There were many of us. Like me, most people had nothing
because they never had time to go home and get clothes or blankets. I called
someone in Rosebank and they told us that they were staying at a Methodist
church there so that is where we went. We spent three weeks there. My spaza
shop was looted. I never got anything back, not even a single sweet. They took
everything so I had to start from scratch (Cape Town Interview No. 20, 15
October 2016).
I was living in Mankweng with two other ladies from Zimbabwe. We were
renting a room in Zone 2. We had been living there for some time and we knew
most of the people there. But when xenophobia erupted it was as if we had never
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lived there. We saw some of the people that we knew actually looting things
belonging to foreigners. We were confronted by a group of young men – and they
demanded money otherwise they would kill us. It was like a dream. We could
not believe it. We were robbed there, close to the road, where everyone could
see. They just took what they wanted and went away singing. I lost my bag, my
wallet and my friend also lost everything. I was scared that we could be killed
or raped. Even now I cannot believe that I survived. We went to the highway,
the N1, and hiked to Musina and then home to Zimbabwe. I only came back
after a month when things had calmed down. I stopped doing business for over
a month. I had no money to start over. I had to borrow some money and it
took time to recover. Some of my customers moved with my money and I never
recovered the money. I had to start from scratch and it was difficult (Polokwane
Interview No. 3, 11 September 2016).
Most of the respondents recounted incidents of violence since 2008 that had personally
affected them. These accounts reveal a number of features common to xenophobic attacks
on migrant businesses. First, from the migrants’ perspective, much of the violence seems
spontaneous and occurs without warning. As one victim of violence in the informal settlement of Diepsloot near Johannesburg in 2013 observed:
They just occur haphazardly. We cannot always tell what happens next so it
is difficult do anything and to think of a way to respond. It just happens when
you are least aware of the problems that are about to erupt. Sometimes we are
caught up with all our wares and they are destroyed and stolen and so it is
difficult to do anything (Johannesburg Interview No. 10, 16 August 2016).
Migrants therefore have little time or ability to take evasive action.A study of Diepsloot
paints a picture of a volatile settlement in which vigilante justice and attacks on foreignowned businesses are common.25 *O   GPS FYBNQMF  iUIFZ TIPXFE OP EJTDSJNJOBUJPO
in targeting men, women and children, and destroyed, looted and burnt down their busiOFTTFTBOEIPVTFTw26
4FDPOE UIFQFSQFUSBUPSTPGYFOPQIPCJDWJPMFODFBSFPęFOGSPNUIFTBNFDPNNVOJUZ
and personally known to the victims:
The people that robbed us are in this community and we know them. They are
the community members here. Some of the people here do not like us foreigners.
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They pretend when you deal with them to like us. But they do not like us
(Johannesburg Interview No. 2, 15 August 2016).
The fact that migrant entrepreneurs provide goods, including food, at competitive
prices and offer credit to consumers is clearly insufficient to protect them when violence
erupts. In one part of Khayelitsha, for example, there is reportedly little violence as long as
migrant business owners pay protection money to the powerful local taxi association. In
many other areas, the respondents reported that community leaders are either ineffective in
dealing with the violence or, in some cases, actively foment hostility and instigate attacks.
Third, the looting of stock on the premises is a constant feature in the narratives of the
migrant business owners. As one observed:
There are hard-core thieves who rob people and also jobless people around who
are now taking advantage of these xenophobic attacks and robbing people to get
money because they have nothing to do with their lives (Johannesburg Interview
No. 1, 14 August 2016).
However, the respondents consistently maintained that robbery per se was not the
prime motive for the attacks. As one respondent noted:
They target shops – the owners as well as the goods inside. They only target
foreign-owned shops. There is more to that (than robbery), they want us to leave
their country because they hate our businesses here and they say we are finishing
their jobs (Johannesburg Interview No. 3, 14 August 2016).
0UIFST QPJOUFE PVU UIBU 4PVUI "GSJDBO CVTJOFTT PXOFST JO UIF TBNF WJDJOJUZ BSF MFę
BMPOFEVSJOHDSPXEWJPMFODF BOEUIBUBUUBDLTPęFOJOWPMWFWJDJPVTQIZTJDBMBTTBVMUTBOEBSF
accompanied by vituperative xenophobic language:
People were being beaten up and they were dying. A group of South Africans
moved around this whole squatter camp terrorizing all foreigners and they
used to move with someone who knew where all foreigners stayed. These people
moved with knobkerries, metal sticks, sjamboks and any sort of weapon you can
think of for distraction. If you were a foreigner and did not have a passport they
would beat you up (Johannesburg Interview No. 3, 14 August 2016).
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The violence was there for two days or so and I thought it was over. I went
to service a car in Heideveld. When I was coming back I passed through my
friend’s place and he accompanied me half way. When he had gone, and I was
in Sisulu Street down there, they attacked me with a plank and something like a
rubber. They hit me all over and even stomped on me. It was xenophobia. They
told me that they would kill me and that I was a foreigner and not wanted here.
I cried and asked for them to leave me and they continued. No one intervened.
It was past 8pm and there were still people moving about. A few other guys
joined in. I was saved by a car that passed, when its lights flashed at them they
ran away. They told me that next time they would kill me (Cape Town Interview
No. 3, 9 October 2016).
I was robbed in broad daylight here in Masiphumelele. It was not a real robbery,
it was a gang just saying foreigners must leave. I was about to park my car when
the group of men descended on me. They asked for my ID and when I said let me
go and get it, they pounced on me and started pushing me. My neighbours just
looked on. I asked what I had done but they were just singing derogatory songs.
It was pure xenophobia. Most of the locals here joined and wanted to chase me
out. Even my neighbours were caught up in that chaos and were told to go. You
see, when there is a small thing that happens, it ends up being that foreigners
must be chased away. Is that not xenophobia? Many times here I have been
insulted only because I am a foreigner. You ferry someone’s goods and they pay
you little and the next time you want your balance they start some story that
you are a thief or so on and the others join in. Is that not xenophobia? Why do
they not do that to South Africans? Why only to foreigners? These people have
xenophobia in their blood (Cape Town Interview No. 12, 12 October 2016).
Fourth, many of the accounts describe how anti-government service delivery protests
or marches quickly disintegrate into mob violence and looting of shops owned by migrants.
According to the respondents, the looting is never indiscriminate and targets only migrants.
The reason, according to some, is that migrants become scapegoats for government failure
to deliver services:
South Africans are not friendly. They say this is their country and they do what
they want to us, hurting us. These locals ask services from their government and
if they are not given them they demonstrate and if their concerns are not heard
15
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they put their frustrations on foreigners. Most of them are uneducated so they
think we are the cause of their problem and when they see you in business they
think you are taking over their business. They target foreigners in business. They
start with businesses and sometimes when their concerns are not heard they
even start attacking those not in business and foreigners in their homes (Cape
Town Interview No. 11, 10 October 2016).
'JęI  UIFSF XBT TPNF FWJEFODF PG WJPMFOU FOUSFQSFOFVSTIJQ JOWPMWJOH BUUBDLT PSDIFTtrated by South African competitors. One Zimbabwean entrepreneur in Polokwane, for
example, described how he had established a business selling and repairing cell phones.
He said that his South African competitors reported him to the police for dealing in stolen
phones but his records showed that all his transactions were legitimate. According to him,
they had tried several times to get him arrested:
They even tell me to my face that they want me out of this place because I am
a foreigner. How can they fail to make business when I as a foreigner am doing
well? That is their quarrel. Some have even organized thieves to rob me and I
have been robbed twice (Polokwane Interview No. 9, 16 August 2016).
Sixth, xenophobic violence is gender-indiscriminate in that both male and female
migrants recounted equally harrowing stories. One of the most common strategies adopted
by Zimbabwean women migrants travelling to South Africa as cross-border traders is to
travel and stay in groups as a means of protection.27 Zimbabwean women living in South
Africa and selling on the streets are generally unable to benefit from group protection. One
woman in Johannesburg described her experience and helpless situation as follows:
They were calling me names and some were telling me to go back to Zimbabwe,
saying I would die that night. Some of the foreigners who were there and had
been trying to support me saw that the situation was getting serious and just
disappeared. I lost most of my goods that day as people just started taking them.
The lady who was selling close to me also lost her products as people just took
and went. It was terrible. No one was on our side. They just did not care that
we were females. They just harassed us. I even thought of going back home that
day. What stopped me is the thought of going back to look at my kids without
anything. And there was nothing that I would do in Zimbabwe (Johannesburg
Interview No. 10, 16 August 2016).
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Finally, the respondents differed on whether Zimbabweans were particular targets. Most
said that all foreign-owned businesses were targeted. A number commented that the type
of business made a difference, with food and grocery shops being especially vulnerable.
However, virtually all agreed that the purpose of the attacks was not simply to steal certain
desirable goods but to destroy their business premises and operations so that they could not
continue to operate. There were numerous examples of entrepreneurs who had lost all of
their stock and also had their premises vandalized and wrecked, even when they were operating from containers, which are generally considered to be the best form of protection:
They broke and took away everything as if they don’t want one to be in business.
If they wanted goods only, they would have just broken in and taken stuff only
but they destroyed, breaking windows and even removing them and most people
are not yet back on their feet (Cape Town Interview No. 8, 7 July 2016).
In 2011, the business was attacked by local people. The shop was attacked by the
mob. They looted everything and left me with almost nothing. I had goods worth
over ZAR15,000 in here. Everything except some few bottles of cooking oil and
cigarettes remained. It almost destroyed my business. I was left with very little.
I had not saved much so it took me some time to be on my feet again. I had to
borrow some money from friends because I needed to restock. I cannot afford to
stock much as I am not sure what happens tomorrow. These days we no longer
put everything here. Some of the stock is at home so that if they steal here, I will
have some of my stock at home to start again. I just replenish what is in short
supply here (Cape Town Interview No. 10, 9 October 2016).
We had just brought stuff from Zimbabweans on a Sunday. They were worth
about ZAR10,000 and included nyimo, mbambaira, nzungu, matemba and
we had also just stocked the local products. We had bought a lot of crates like
onions for about ZAR15,000. All these products were in the container and the
container was destroyed. They upended it and spilled all the products that were
inside to the ground. Some of the products were burnt, taken and we were left
with nothing. And because we had just stocked we didn’t have any money at
home so we had to start all over from scratch (Cape Town Interview No. 1, 7
July 2016).
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RESPONSES TO XENOPHOBIC VIOLENCE
The pervasive view amongst South African politicians is that xenophobia does not exist in
UIFDPVOUSZ)PXFWFS UIFUFSNiYFOPQIPCJBwXBTVTFECZBMMUIFSFTQPOEFOUTUPEFTDSJCF
the harassment and physical abuse that they experience and some even referred to the
XJEFTQSFBEWJPMFODFJOBOEBTiUIFYFOPQIPCJBwćFZXFSFBTLFEJGUIFZUIPVHIU
South Africans were xenophobic and, if so, why. None answered the question in the negative. A selection of responses clearly indicate that, for Zimbabweans, South Africans are
intensely xenophobic:
I can say that three-quarters of them show their hatred towards us foreign
nationals. They don’t like us. Xenophobia is a South African thing. It happens
more than anywhere in the world I think. Everything they do shows it. They do
not like us. They speak to us like we are not like them. They look down upon us.
They are like that whether they are Christians or not. The children learn it from
their parents. They call us makwerekwere. Do you know even small kids can call
you makwerekwere? Is that not xenophobic? (Johannesburg Interview No. 2, 15
August 2016).
If you want to see how they hate us, just have a disagreement and they will
tell you bad things, telling you that you will die. What kind of a person wants
to see another person dying? Life is sacred, but here in South Africa no one
seems to care about that. They would rather you die so that they can get what
you have. This is the only society where people kill each other over very simple
disagreements (Johannesburg Interview No. 10, 16 August 2016).
You can see it almost every day in the train and other places – when you pass
they call you derogatory names like makwerekwere. We can see it every day
in our daily life and we live with it. It does not only happen to people doing
business, but it happens to any foreigner no matter whom. If you can’t speak
their language, you already are a kwerekwere and you are in trouble (Cape
Town Interview No. 4, 9 July 2016).
The way they see us, they see us as if we are lesser than them. They say bad
things about us, like we are thieves and we are ugly and we do not bath, such
things. They know most of these things are not true but they like saying them
anyway (Cape Town Interview No. 10, 9 October 2016).
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Is there a country in the world where foreigners are killed and burnt like here?
No. South Africa is a place like no other place. It is a country with people that
do not care about other people. Look at the way they kill foreigners. The way
they chase foreigners and steal their goods and injure them. That is not done by
normal people. South Africans are xenophobic. They do not fear evil spirits from
the dead. They just kill and the next hour they are busy braaiing and singing and
eating amagwinya. They are not normal people (Cape Town Interview No. 12,
14 October 2016).
The language and practices of xenophobia cow the victims into silence and a sense of
IFMQMFTTOFTTi*SFNBJOTJMFOUCFDBVTF*BN;JNCBCXFBOBOE*DBOUHPBHBJOTUXIBUUIFZ
say. But they have to realize that we are the same, we have the same skin as black people but
XFKVTULFFQRVJFUFWFOBTUIFZJOTVMUVTw +PIBOOFTCVSH*OUFSWJFX/P "VHVTU 
The interviews provide important insights into how migrant entrepreneurs themselves
respond to the threat and reality of xenophobic violence. From the responses of some of the
NJHSBOUT JUBQQFBSTUIBUUSZJOHUPiĕUJOwBOEJOUFHSBUFCZMFBSOJOHMPDBMMBOHVBHFT ESFTT
codes and cultural practices is one way to try to pre-empt attacks.28 However, these strategies are no guarantee of protection when mob violence breaks out:
I was robbed during the day. There was a strike and I was coming from the shops.
I was not here the previous day and so I did not know that there was a strike.
When they saw me coming the mob ran to me. I was beaten and robbed. They
knew I was a foreigner. I can speak three local languages and I spoke in isiZulu
but they knew me, some of them and they said he is a Zimbabwean and they
attacked me. If I was a local I was not going to be attacked. I had ZAR1,800. All
was taken. That was my money that I had collected from my customers. They
robbed me because I was a Zimbabwean, a foreigner (Johannesburg Interview
No. 2, 15 August 2016).
A number of the respondents observed that, unlike some migrant groups such as Somalis and Ethiopians, Zimbabweans are not inclined to band together to form associations or
groups to lobby for and secure protection for their members. Some did suggest that there
was safety in numbers and that doing business in areas with many other migrant businesses
considerably reduced the risk of being attacked. One respondent explained the attraction
PGSVOOJOHBCVTJOFTTJOUIF+PIBOOFTCVSH$#%BTGPMMPXTi:PVXJMMĕOEUIBUJODJEFOUT

19

living with xenophobia: zimbabwean informal enterprise in south africa

of xenophobic attacks are very rare in Jo’burg central where there are a lot of foreigners.
Also, Park Station is a strategic location which supplies the whole of South Africa so our
QSPUFDUJPOBTGPSFJHOFSTJTCFUUFSw +PIBOOFTCVSH*OUFSWJFX/P "VHVTU ćF
downside of operating in safer spaces is that business competition is extremely fierce.
Most were aware that a great deal of the xenophobic violence is confined to low-income
areas, particularly informal settlements. While it was possible for some to avoid doing
business in these areas, and instead operate in areas of the city where attacks are less frequent, this was not a feasible option for all. Many Zimbabwean migrants to South Africa are
unable to afford accommodation or to run their businesses anywhere other than informal
settlements.
A number of the respondents noted that the unpredictability of the attacks made it difficult to plan in advance. Some said that they made sure that they did not keep all of their
stock at the place of business, and stored some of it at home or in rented containers. All
tried to minimize the amount of cash they kept on the premises, although not many Zimbabwean entrepreneurs have access to formal banking facilities. One noted that as soon as
IFIBENBEFTPNFNPOFZ IFSFNJUUFEJUUP;JNCBCXFJNNFEJBUFMZ iTPUIBUFWFOJG*BN
attacked, there is nothing much that they can take from me. It is better if my family can
IBWFUIBUNPOFZw 1PMPLXBOF*OUFSWJFX/P "VHVTU "OPUIFSTBJEUIBUIFXBT
planning to relocate once he had saved sufficient capital:
I am thinking of saving a lot of money and looking for safer business locations
like in town. I am thinking so because in 2008 they also attacked my business.
They just broke and took away all my stuff; now they have burnt the structure
down. So I re-constructed and started again, so I am now thinking how I am to
keep myself and my stuff safe (Cape Town Interview No. 15, 14 October 2016).
Various reactive strategies for dealing with attacks on businesses were mentioned,
including temporarily ceasing operations, staying indoors at home, and moving in with
GSJFOETPSSFMBUJWFTJOPUIFSQBSUTPGUIFDJUZiVOUJMUIFEVTUTFUUMFEwBTPOFQVUJU0UIFSTTBJE
UIBUUIFCFTUTUSBUFHZXBTUPĘFFUIFBSFB iZPVSVOXJUIZPVSMJGF wTBJEPOF BOE JGQPTsible, take a valuable item that could be sold to enable restarting the business. None of the
respondents said that xenophobic attacks would put them permanently out of business. On
the contrary, most said that they would simply raise the capital and start again.
The logical implication of the determination to stay in business is that xenophobic violence has failed in its two main aims: to drive migrant entrepreneurs out of business and to
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drive them out of the country. The respondents were asked if they would return to Zimbabwe as a result of xenophobic attacks and the general consensus was that they would not.
A significant number noted that they had settled in South Africa with their families and
did not want to return. Many more made reference to the fact that the crisis in Zimbabwe
meant that there was nothing for them to return to, even if they wished to do so:
There is nothing in Zimbabwe. I am not going back. I am trying to make my life
here. My wife is here and my child is here. I am not going back there. Zimbabwe
is a country I love. It’s just that at the moment things are tough and there is
really nothing to do when you return back home (Johannesburg Interview No.
11, 14 August 2016).
While the hardships which I face in South Africa are many they are still better
than the hardships I endured back in Zimbabwe. In the event of future attacks,
I could try and survive because at least I will be doing something (Johannesburg
Interview No. 13, 14 August 2016).
I could never go back because there are no means of surviving. I would simply
have to look for an alternative way to survive while in South Africa. Even if
they attack me I will look for another means to survive as long as I am not dead
(Johannesburg Interview No. 19, 17 August 2016).
I am not going back. There is nothing to do in Zimbabwe especially because we
left a long time ago. What will we do there? So we stay here because this is where
our life is. We are establishing here and so if you leave you have to start again.
I am not going back. When xenophobia starts we simply move to areas that are
safe and return when it is quiet (Cape Town Interview No. 7, 12 July 2016).

PERCEPTIONS OF GOVERNMENT INACTION
All respondents were asked about the response of the South African and Zimbabwean governments to xenophobic violence. The responses ranged from the cynical to the totally dismissive. Not a single respondent had been helped by either government and none was prepared to defend either government’s response to xenophobic violence. Most were extremely
critical of both governments. The general consensus was not that the governments did not
do enough but rather that they did nothing at all. In the case of the Zimbabwean govern21
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ment, the prevailing sentiment was captured by one Johannesburg respondent who said:
The Zimbabwean government does nothing. I have never heard them comment
or say anything about these attacks. They do not help us at all. They do not send
anyone to come and see how we are living and even provide us with assistance.
There is no government that helps us (Johannesburg Interview No. 2, 15 August
2016).
&YQMBOBUJPOTGPSXIZUIFHPWFSONFOUiEPFTOPUIJOHwJODMVEFETIFFSMBDLPGJOUFSFTUJO
what happens to Zimbabweans outside the country, a lack of resources to do anything to
help, and a desire to see Zimbabweans return home instead of staying in South Africa.
Much harsher criticism was reserved for the South African government’s practice of
iEPJOHOPUIJOHw
The South African government does not do anything. At least nothing that I
know of. They are just silent (Johannesburg Interview No. 2, 15 August 2016).
Some of the people in government are fuelling xenophobia. They are also
xenophobic because they say a lot of things that are not true. Like we are the
ones who are causing problems here. They had problems here before we came.
They are very corrupt but they are the ones that tell people that foreigners are
the cause of the problems. People listen to the government. They keep saying that
foreigners are bad. What do you expect the people to do? The people follow their
government (Cape Town Interview No. 5, 10 July 2016).
They are the ones that cause it so they do not care. The one that occurred in
Durban – it was the King who incited people. Now he is saying he did not do it
but we all saw him on TV. The government does not care for us. They care about
their people only. If it were foreigners doing violence against the locals, we would
all be in jail (Cape Town Interview No. 6, 11 July 2016).
Some felt that xenophobic violence was tolerated by government because it supposedly
BDIJFWFEUIFEFTJSFEFČFDUPGHFUUJOHiGPSFJHOFSTwUPMFBWF4PVUI"GSJDB
A recurring theme was police inaction during episodes of mass xenophobic violence.
4PNFGFMUUIBUUIFQPMJDFXFSFFYUSFNFMZTMPXUPSFTQPOE0OFSFTQPOEFOUOPUFEUIBUiUIF
police usually come late when everything has been done and people have been killed or
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UIFJSHPPETTUPMFOw $BQF5PXO*OUFSWJFX/P +VMZ 0UIFSTDPNNFOUFEPOIPX 
even when they were present, the police offered no protection:
Both the City of Cape Town and the police are not protecting us at all. Like on
the day that the people were demonstrating, the police were there. They were just
walking. After they were passing, the people started taking our things. There was
no one to protect us and no one to stop those people. So, I don’t know what they
are doing. I think they just put on uniforms and walk around. When there is
trouble they don’t come to protect us (Cape Town Interview No. 4, 9 July 2016).
The police just stand at the robots [traffic lights]. Or they run away. There is
poor enforcement because their response is very slow. Containers were being
opened and things taken while the police stared. They are either scared of the
people or because it’s their own people so they can’t stop them. There were three
police vehicles, but they just stood while people’s containers were being opened.
Only foreign containers were broken and they knew whose container it is. No
containers for local Xhosas (South Africans) were broken into and destroyed
(Cape Town Interview No. 12, 12 October 2016).
0OFSFTQPOEFOUGFMUUIBUUIFSFBTPOGPSJOBDUJPOXBTUIBUi4PVUI"GSJDBOTEPOPUGFBS
QPMJDFwBOEDPNQBSFEUIFQPMJDFCFIBWJPVSXJUIUIBUJO;JNCBCXF
They throw stones at the police. Have you ever seen people throwing stones at
the police in Zimbabwe? No, they do not do that. Here they just do what they
want. So they attack foreigners even if the police are there. Unless the police are
using teargas or throwing water. But they rarely do that. But you can run to a
police station if you are close and seek refuge. There are other areas where the
local people even attacked police stations – attacked foreigners in police stations
(Cape Town Interview No. 7, 12 July 2016).
There was also a pervasive view, based on experiences, that there was little point reportJOHUIFęPSBTTBVMUUPUIFQPMJDFCFDBVTFOPUIJOHXPVMECFEPOF%PDLFUTNJHIUCFPQFOFE
but the perpetrators were rarely arrested and brought to book and stolen goods were rarely,
if ever, recovered:
It was the mob that took the things and what would I tell the police? Besides,
there were so many people whose goods were destroyed that I never bothered.
The police do not help much. It is useless to report to the police. The police here
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do not care. Especially if you are a foreigner. They will just tell you it is a mob.
They cannot arrest a mob (Johannesburg Interview No. 2, 15 August 2016).
The argument that the police were not particularly concerned about what happened to
iGPSFJHOFSTwXBTWFSZDPNNPO
We just see the police, but they come too late and do not do anything. They do
not arrest anyone even though you report. They are just moving about, but really
doing nothing. I sometimes think that even the police hate us the foreigners.
Would they do the same and not help if foreigners attack local people? No,
they would arrest us. So the police do not help us and would rather see us gone
(Johannesburg Interview No. 2, 15 August 2016).
0OFSFTQPOEFOUDMBJNFEUIBUFWFOXIFOBQFSQFUSBUPSXBTBSSFTUFE iBTTPPOBTUIFZ
have gone around the corner they will ask for a bribe and release the person. As soon as the
QFSTPOJTSFMFBTFEUIFZXJMMFJUIFSDPNFBOETIPPUZPVPSQFSNBOFOUMZJOKVSFZPVw +PIBOnesburg Interview No. 18, 17 August 2016). Another respondent had reported a robbery to
the police and even named the assailants but little was done:
They took down my details and the details of the things I lost. I listed all of them
and went with them to the police station. I was told that they would call me
when they have made progress and that was that. I went back but there was no
progress. The officer who was dealing with the issue kept telling me there were no
suspects and that there was nothing they could do. I even gave them some names
of the suspects because I had seen some of them, but the police officer did not
even take them down. He insisted that there needed to be a witness for him to
put those people as witnesses. I thought he should have at least questioned them
or gone to their homes and searched. Neither was done (Polokwane Interview
No. 4, 12 August 2016).
Apart from the failure to protect, in a xenophobic environment in which migrants
are extremely vulnerable, police officers themselves might seek to take advantage of the
situation for personal gain. This was certainly the view of many of the respondents who
EFTDSJCFEQFSTJTUFOUQPMJDFIBSBTTNFOU BOEFWFOUIFę EVSJOHCVTJOFTTIPVST
They know that we are not South Africans. Sometimes the metro and police
can just come and take your products. During winter they came and took socks
and hats. Once you just try to confront them, they tell you that this is not your
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country, go back to your country. Tomorrow the same thing can happen again.
The police officer will just come and say they lost the gloves and take another
pair. If that day they are in the mood of arresting people, they will arrest you
despite the fact that they took your things before. Some are those who arrest
you and ask for a certain amount of money like ZAR200 even if you don’t have
it. Maybe that day you only made ZAR50 and if you try to explain that you
don’t have the money, they threaten to take all your stock. If the stock value is
more than ZAR200 and I don’t have it, I am forced to ask from other people.
If they assist me, I give them and they go and if not, they take all my stock
(Johannesburg Interview No. 1, 14 August 2016).
Confiscation of stock appears to be relatively common and the owners are forced to pay
large fines to retrieve their goods. In many cases, the fines are so heavy that they simply
abandon the goods, borrow money and begin again. Simply to be allowed to operate in an
area for a day or to avoid impounding of goods may require payment of a bribe of up to
ZAR200. Mobile vendors play a continuous cat-and-mouse game with the police, ready to
pack up their goods and disappear at the first sign of a police car. In sum, police protection
cannot be counted on during episodes of mob violence and there is also very little redress
when individuals report crimes against their businesses or themselves to the police. Fear of
reprisals from those whom they report or identify is also a very real disincentive to getting
the police involved. As a result, there is a certain fatalism to the inevitability of losing goods
and property in general or isolated attacks.

CONCLUSION
There are three main policy and scholarly responses to violence against migrants in general,
and migrant entrepreneurs in particular: xenophobia denialism (the official position of the
South African government since 2008 and supported by some researchers who argue that
South Africans are equally as vulnerable to violence as migrants); xenophobia minimalism
(whose proponents suggest that xenophobia may exist but it is an epiphenomenon and that
the real causes lie elsewhere); and xenophobia realism (which argues that xenophobia is not
only widespread and real but can take a violent form in specific places and under certain
circumstances).29 This report revisits these arguments from the perspective of a group of
migrants themselves; that is, Zimbabweans running businesses in the informal sector. The
migrants have no difficulty in naming what happens to them as xenophobic. Their accounts
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clearly demonstrate that they see xenophobia as a key driver of the hostility, looting and
violence that they experience. This report suggests that xenophobic violence has several key
and common characteristics that put Zimbabwean informal enterprise owners at constant
risk of losing their livelihoods and their lives. The deep-rooted crisis in Zimbabwe, which
has driven many to South Africa in the first place, also makes return home a non-viable
option. Instead, Zimbabweans are forced to adopt several self-protection strategies, none of
which is ultimately an insurance against xenophobic attack.
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This report examines the impact of xenophobic violence on Zimbabweans who
are trying to make a living in the South African informal sector and finds that
xenophobic violence has several key characteristics that put them at constant risk of
losing their livelihoods and their lives. The businesses run by migrants and refugees
in the informal sector are a major target of South Africa’s extreme xenophobia.
Attitudinal surveys clearly show that South Africans differentiate migrants by
national origin and that Zimbabweans are amongst the most disliked. This report is
based on a survey of informal sector enterprises in Cape Town and Johannesburg;
and 50 in-depth interviews with Zimbabwean informal business owners in Cape
Town, Johannesburg and Polokwane who had been affected by xenophobic violence.
In many areas, community leaders are ineffective in dealing with the violence and,
in some cases, they actively foment hostility and instigate attacks. The fact that
migrant entrepreneurs provide goods, including food, at competitive prices and
offer credit to consumers is clearly insufficient to protect them when violence
erupts. However, the deep-rooted crisis in Zimbabwe makes return home a nonviable option and Zimbabweans instead adopt several self-protection strategies,
none of which is ultimately an insurance against xenophobic attack. The findings in
this report demonstrate that xenophobic violence fails in its two main aims: to drive
migrant entrepreneurs out of business and to drive them out of the country.

